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The university

• Politecnico di Milano
• 46 324 students
• 1 400 faculty staff
• 1 200 administrative staff

• Lecco Campus of Politecnico di Milano is 
experimenting innovative actions with 
SMEs 



Lecco Territory

• More than 4900 manufacturing 
firms

• Great capability for innovation

• SMEs with higher profitability 
rates WRT larger companies



Open 
Innovation
Playground



Issues to 
address

IDENTIFICATION OF BEST 
CONDITIONS FOR COLLABORATION

INSTRUMENTS TO COLLABORATE 
WITH MANUFACTURING SMES



Absorptive capacity and proximity



Absorptive 
capacity

• The scientific knowledge of university researchers is
not sufficient to promote the collaboration

• The company must be in the right condition to absorb
knowledge from the innovation partner

• The compulsory condition for the success of an open
innovation process is the absorptive capacity

• How to reach the final stage (exploitation) in the
shortest possible time?

Awareness Acquisition Assimilation Transformation Exploitation



Proximity
GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIAL

ORGANIZATIONAL COGNITIVE



The double approach of 
PMI Network



Pull mechanism:
questionnaire



The 
questionnaire 

structure

• 7 sections
• Company profile
• Company dimension
• R&D Capabilities
• Organization and management
• Industry 4.0 skills
• Intellectual Property Management
• Innovation strategies

• 52 questions

• Psychological profiling
• https://www.16personalities.com/

https://www.16personalities.com/


Results:
company profile

Descriptive statistics
Comparison with other companies’ performances

Identification of absorptive capacity and the proximity
dimensions



Push 
mechanism:

tech talks



Results

4 months of PMI Network
• 12 tech talks

• 312 companies
• 432 contacts

• 44 questionnaires
• 3 new collaborations

No correlation between tech talk participants and new
contacts

Best results with uniform audience (only for R&D, only for
CEO, …)



What are companies looking for?



Company need 
vs 

expectations

Push-pull approach helps the university to clarify
company need
• Technical/scientific competences
• Partnerships
• Long-term research projects
• Networking



The instruments
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Conclusion

The success of an open innovation process does not 
only depend on the level of technical knowledge

Take home messages

• Create an innovation ecosystem in which trust 
and awareness  allow increasing relationships

• Aim at cognitive proximity

• Focus on the open innovation instruments



Thanks for listening
marco.tarabini@polimi.it
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